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Representations of the Field in Graduate
Courses: Using Parody to Question All
Positions
Nancy Mack

survey course in composition studies is the bedrock for advanced degree programs in English. Students within these courses, who are generally new to
both graduate school and to the field, often feel lost navigating through scholarly readings. Yet, most professors begin covering ground at a dizzying pace,
cutting a wide swath through acres of bibliographic titles, layers of history, thickets
of scholars’ names, a morass of acronyms, towering terminology, and a tangle of
theories. It takes time for neophyte academics to invent a field, just as it does for
inexperienced writers to invent a university. A field of study ought to become a
wide-open space that graduate students feel welcome to explore. For a seminar that
would dash madly through scholarship about composition and rhetoric, I sought to
help students gain critical power by their questioning of the very knowledge base
that they would be acquiring. Over time, I have developed a sequence of five interrelated assignments to introduce graduate students to academic life: a theory map, a
parody of all theory groups, a contextual frame, a critique of representation, and an
end reflection. (See the Appendix.) Together, these five assignments have expanded
into a course about composition and rhetorical theory.
Shortest and most traditional of the five, the parody assignment effectively invites students to risk journeying further into academic scholarship. In this essay, I
consider how parody combines the popular with the academic, makes the elite accessible, forwards critique, and questions representation. In order to offer an ample
analysis, this article not only situates the parody assignment within a series of five
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interrelated assignments but also enlarges the discussion to include the reflective
process through which these assignments were created.
One of the dangers of writing about classroom assignments is that we tend to
represent a perfected end product rather than the messy meandering process through
which a particular practice develops and continues to evolve. This static portrayal
might be part of the reason why many search for short cuts to perfected assignments. Understandably, the immediacy of daily classroom life requires teachers to
assume responsibility for planning before they have fully elaborated the rationales
for their curricular decisions. I am heartened by Paulo Freire’s somewhat confessional discussion about an early failed attempt at literacy instruction that led him to
the importance of engaging students’ critical consciousness (Mackie 60). Freire uses
this example to make a point about the unity between action and reflection, with
action necessarily coming first. Teachers must take action based on the best theories
that they have at that time; then, they should reflect on the interplay of action and
theory to make changes in their teaching—continuing from day to day with active
theorizing. Several other scholars have described this dynamic interplay between
action and reflection as theorized improvisation (Bateson), bricolage (Weick; Harel
and Papert), or reflective practice (Schon). Critiquing the polarizing of practice and
theory, Ann Berthoff suggests that we should reclaim the word “method” to find a
third way between the rejection of theory (“recipe swapping”) and theory for theory’s
sake (“collocation and manipulation of data”). Berthoff asks us to consider how the
word “method” is used in philosophy—to bring together “what we think we are
doing and how we are doing it: meta + hodos = about the way; the way about the
way” (4). Thus, we can contemplate the connections between the road and the system that the road implies. Rather than just concentrate on the pragmatics of what to
teach—which particular composition and rhetoric theories—I want to focus on the
how and why of teaching theory.
Therefore, I use this article to tell the story of developing a parody assignment
about theory. To narrate my story fully, I depict diverse sources of influence that
contributed to my theorizing about teaching—academic readings, conference presentations, listservs, conversations, previous experiences, and, especially, the students who helped to codevelop these assignments through their active participation.
Of interest are the examples from graduate students’ writing, especially William
Bicknell’s entire parody of academy award nominees for composition theories. The
reader might view this article as only presenting teaching tips or as five reproducible
writing assignments, but my hope is that this article enacts theory. I want to embody
theory in my daily classroom practices so that theory is a demonstration and a disposition—a testament to academic life.
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THE FIRST ASSIGNMENT: A TAXONOMY MAP

For more than three decades, several authors have provided taxonomies of composition and rhetoric, scholars, and scholarship (North; Berlin; Faigley; Nystrand,
Greene, and Wiemelt; Ray; Wiley, Gleason, and Phelps; Kennedy, Corbett, Myers,
and Tate; Worsham, Tate, Rupiper, and Schick; Villanueva; Olson; Fulkerson; and
Sanchez). Because graduate students need to know the lay of the land, I have taken
an approach, favored by many colleagues, of assigning readings from these survey
articles and anthologies. In preparation, I sheepishly pass out my dated taxonomy in
the form of a chart. I always underscore how dangerous it is for an academic to
publish these reductive taxonomies that pigeonhole people and label groups. As an
illustration of this point, after the publication of The Making of Knowledge in Composition, Stephen North had his feet held to the fire as a heretic by those who did not
appreciate the chapters in which they were placed. Consequently, at a subsequent
composition convention, a major scholar felt compelled to precede a presentation
with the following retort to North’s capricious classification: “I am not one of those
touchy-feely types.” Objections such as these are why I caution that all taxonomies
are abstractions or, more sternly put, that any taxonomy is a static, one-dimensional,
ahistoric lie. We might wonder whether it is possible to tell the history of our field as
anything other than an idealized progress narrative—in which the self-centered
expressivists were overthrown by the valiant social constructionists, who, in turn,
were wised-up by the critical pedagogues, and so on.
I have noticed that changes in course assignments for the next term are often
precipitated by the hindsight that comes when glitches occur during the current
term. After fielding candid complaints about difficult terminology in the survey readings, I realized that I needed to do more scaffolding of students’ early exposure to
theory. So I assembled another chart, representing major philosophical worldviews
of positivism, phenomenology, critical theory, and dialogism. (See the Appendix.)
This chart was an extension of one shared by a colleague from sociology, David
Ornstein. With the use of this worldview chart, students grumbled a little less about
terminology but remained muddled about theory group distinctions in their reading
journal entries. Having previously utilized Tony Buzan’s mind maps as a study aid, I
spontaneously asked students to map out the theory groups that were referenced in
the assigned articles and chapters for the next class meeting, with the various texts
being delegated to different students. I proposed that they use any type of graphic
representation that they preferred: geometric, geographic, or pictorial. In my haste,
the original explanation did not include any examples or much of a rationale for the
usefulness of graphic representation. The first students to try this assignment actually helped define it by experimenting with many types of representation, ranging
from graphic shapes to family trees, surrealist art, and even cartoon spider webs.
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The students’ diverse responses have expanded the media choices that I now suggest
for representing theory groups. The following is one web from Andrew Yucker’s
theory webs for James Berlin’s article:

When presenting their theory maps in class, students were able to use their symbolic arrangement to discuss their choices, placements, and frustrations. The classroom dialogue elaborated the concepts more fully than if they have just been reading
and journaling alone.1
I now realize that my approach to mapping has been fairly simplistic. Recently,
mapping, graphing, and diagramming are becoming more useful to English studies.
Franco Moretti asserts that implementing graphical methods from geography, history, and evolutionary science adds dimension to the study of literary history. Colin
Brooke, Derek Mueller, and John Ackerman have each been working with visually
representing patterns, trends, and future trajectories in composition and rhetoric
scholarship, using tagclouds, national maps, and social bookmarking websites such
as http://del.icio.us/. An interactive webpage by Ralph Lengler and Martin J. Eppler
presents possibilities for how visualization methods might assist pedagogy. Their
fascinating webpage uses the periodic table to link six major methods of graphic
visualization: data, information, concept, metaphor, strategy, and compound. Each
graphic is classified according to how it assists comprehension through such means
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as overview and detail, convergent and divergent cognitive processes, and structural
and process representation.2 This new scholarship will inform my future revisions of
this and other assignments that ask students to represent their emerging knowledge
with graphics.
THE SECOND ASSIGNMENT: A PARODY

OF

ALL THEORY CAMPS

Once they have shared their maps of various scholars’ taxonomies—with conflicting
group names, members and ideologies—students can start to view these representations more critically. In preparation for the parodies, students read the “Interchanges”
responses (Dickson et. al.) to Richard Fulkerson’s most recent serial taxonomy (2006),
as well as several blog postings from academics in the field. Students can begin questioning the catbird seat in which the taxonomy authors—including their teacher—
sit. As Fulkerson claims, a taxonomy assumes an axiology, revealing the author’s
underlying worldview. After all, James Berlin does not place social epistemic rhetoric as the retrograde political position prior to enlightened expressivism. Berlin strategically credits his position with a large, inclusive list of important scholars at the
time. Likewise, Fulkerson posits reading literature and other representations of culture as oppositional to teaching writing—but not reading about argument, about
which he has published a useful book.
A problem with taxonomies is that they are self-reflexive forms that unavoidably play up differences among groups rather than within groups (Schilb 129). In
building a large discipline, scholars tend to conflate positions into polarities, which
can be misinterpreted as warring factions. Alas, academics are probably not that
exciting or melodramatic. As a case in point, in 1989, Berlin was placed on a panel
with Maxine Hairston at the National Meeting of the Conference on College Composition and Communication, and a huge crowd settled in to witness something
akin to a Worldwide Wrestling smack-down. To much disappointment, Berlin refused to treat Hairston with anything other than respect. No one wants the new
recruits to be forced to choose up sides for a theory war. My goal is a foundational
one of making multiple theories available so that graduate students can realize that
it is possible to make their own connections between theory and practice. Patricia
Harkin astutely explains that teachers need to be eclectic in their use of theory, to
draw from different groups for different purposes—but, of course, not to be
atheoretical. In this multitasking view, a wider knowledge of theory gives a teacher
more options for adapting to the many demands that are imposed on introductory
courses. Too often, we require teaching assistants and colleagues to take up writing
assignments and textbooks without doing the heavy lifting of theory. For development of new assignments in dynamic classroom environments, teachers must be
able to articulate connections to theory, in order to plot a continual course of action.
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Because my seminar’s second assignment is so unusual, students practice creating a quick parody in groups, imagining what kind of pizza restaurant various camps
of scholars might prefer. For example, would a modern rhetorician consume quality-controlled, identically formed pizzas, or would a cultural-studies citizen eschew
pizza consumption as a capitalist preoccupation and the Italian chef as a stereotypical subjectivity? After discussing the rationales for their choices, students compose
their own individual parodies for the next class period. Unlike the map assignment,
the parody assignment matured with the assistance of only one student, who was
taking an independent study that covered the same readings. While meeting with
her, I admonished that she should know the differences among these composition
and rhetoric camps so well that she could tell me what type of car their advocates
would drive.3 This student surprised me by attaching to her formal paper an appendix describing the types of cars that might be driven by each of the theory groups.
Her example has become one of my staples for introducing the parody assignment.
Sharing student examples is most helpful when explaining a new assignment. Radical assignments tend to have mixed results. If I can get one good example from the
first batch of papers, I have something to inspire students the next time. I learn a
great deal from the first responses to a new assignment, leading me to theorize about
the successful elements in stronger papers, as well as the problematic features in
weaker ones.
As might be expected, students expressed apprehension about such an unusual
assignment, but, by the following class meeting, they responded generously with
many kinds of parodies. These included comic-book superheroes, personal ads for
dating, sports-team mascots, vacation packages, and brands of beer—described as
Elbow-Bending and Berlin’s Finest. William Bicknell’s 2006 parody of the Academy
Awards is one of my favorites.
And the Nominees Are…
by William Bicknell
Today, the Academy of Snooty Academes and Composition Snobs, the
world’s foremost authority in films about composition theory, announced
the nominees for the Academic Awards (or, as they’re known to fans, the
Elbows). The five nominees for Best Picture, coincidentally, represent five
disparate categories within the taxonomy of compositional theory—a move
surely no one saw coming! And the nominees are…
Brokepencil Mountain
Starring Donald Murray and Peter Elbow
An early favorite for victory, the touching expressivist drama Brokepencil
Mountain chronicles the adventures of two young writers as they retreat to
isolation to separate themselves from the constraints of society and
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authority—to write without teachers. Their process is a long and arduous
one full of reflection, but in their isolation, the two brave writers find
power in one simple idea: the individualized voice.
A Beautiful Mind (That We’re Going to Study)
Starring Linda Flower and Sondra Perl
A more heady and cognitive piece than Brokepencil Mountain, A Beautiful
Mind (That We’re Going to Study), this documentary chronicles the life of
John Headcase, a writer in a first-year composition class looking to improve
his writing about the strange British man whom he thinks he sees. Director
John Hayes sets up the film almost as an empirical study into Headcase’s
mind, studying the processes and problems Headcase faces as he attempts
to become a better writer. The strong focus on Headcase’s individualized
processes makes this a fascinating piece, one worthy of further study.
Million Dollar Essay
Starring Andrea Lunsford and Susan Jarratt
While Million Dollar Essay is not a favorite at this point, this underdog
exercise in postmodern rhetoric may pull off a surprise victory. Lunsford
stars as a scrappy amateur rhetorician whose arguments are whipped into
shape by an aging instructor. By teaching his student to tailor her arguments for a specific audience, the instructor learns what he may have
realized all along: that all composition is argument.
Comp Wars, Episode III: Revenge of the Discourse Community
Starring David Bartholomae and Patricia Bizzell
The final chapter in director Kenneth Burke’s epic series of prequels
chronicles the rise of Dartholomae Vader from a powerful writer to the
leader of the most powerful evil force in the composition taxonomy, the
Social Constructionist Empire. Focusing on Vader’s potent Force-like
ability to play into the conventions of his discourse community, Episode III
chronicles a powerful assimilative force while remaining conscious of the
needs of audience and discipline alike.
The Rhetoric House Rules
Starring James Berlin and Henry Giroux
From director Paulo Freire comes our final nomination, a highly critical
piece set in the classrooms of New England, which for some reason are
stuck in that kind of perpetual autumn every movie in New England is set
in. Eccentric teacher James Berlin believes that it’s his God-given duty to
fight hegemonic pressures to become the perfect capitalist, white-bread,
pro-life, black tie cultural norm—and he’s bringing his upstart apprentice
Henry Giroux along for the ride. You’ll feel chills as Berlin recites his
famous bedtime wish to his students: “Good night, you princes of composition … you kings of questioning authority in the writing classroom!”
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The sharing of parodies provoked lively discussions in which students occupied
the position of insiders, laughing at puns and word plays that only composition and
rhetoric faculty would be knowledgeable enough to find humorous. When William
later shared his parody at a national conference, professional compositionists laughed
even more vigorously than his fellow graduate students had done in class. Students
did occasionally place scholars in the wrong camp or overgeneralize about a group’s
perspective, but the dialogue in class was so thought-provoking that both missteps
and witticisms became a heuristic for actively thinking with the concepts rather than
a pass-or-fail quiz. Students need to have a safe and playful context in which to think
out loud with new concepts—to try them in a no-fault zone before navigating more
formal papers.
THEORIZING

THE

PARODY ASSIGNMENT

Making connections to theory is part of the action-reflection process. Kathleen Blake
Yancey has applied Donald Schon’s theories about reflective practice to many aspects of composition pedagogy. Yancey extends Schon’s distinction between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action to encompass such things as identifying
patterns and telling one’s learning story. I want to resist telling my learning story as
a success narrative. Perhaps, this resistance relates to my working-class background,
but success tends to make me uncomfortable; I am suspicious of it. Because I have
had my share of confrontations with students who railed against the study of theory
as useless, egotistical, arrogant, elitist, and basically a waste of their time, I was a bit
puzzled when students told me that they considered the map and parody assignments to be interesting and useful. At such moments, I feel as though I have accidentally stumbled across something that works, without really knowing whether the
assignment will get the same response the next time or if these results are meaningful for other classroom practices. Of course, the success of a specific assignment is
not totally accidental for someone who has been a teacher for more than thirty-five
years, but I know that, if I am to learn from my teaching experiences, I must make
conscious connections to theory—an activity not unlike what I hope graduate students will do.
Exploring the topic of parody, I find the literary theory of Linda Hutcheon
particularly helpful. As many compositionists know, literary theories can inform our
understanding of all language practices. In this section, I elaborate on four features
of parody that I have gleaned from Hutcheon’s careful analysis and that I have applied to this writing assignment. Parody can (1) combine the popular with the academic, (2) make the elite accessible, (3) forward critique, and (4) question
representation. In discussing each of these achievements, I highlight the students’
relation to power.
First, for my purposes, parody has the potential to emphasize the relationship
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between two discourses: the popular and the academic. Because the university plays
a large role in preserving traditional knowledge, academics may hold the popular in
contempt. However, parody gives some power to popular discourses—so that the
students’ expertise in beer consumption or recent films can have academic usefulness and could even give them an edge in making witty commentary. Students should
select something of great familiarity when they create a parody. My graduate classes
have a diverse population of majors and identity groups, including many types of
nontraditional students. My students do make references to popular culture; however, I would expand Hutcheon’s definition of the popular to include any culture
located outside of school, especially home cultures and daily life experiences. For
example, an ESL student marshaled her experience with different brands of international phone cards to call attention to the differences in theory groups.
In emphasizing the relationship between the popular and the academic, the
intertextuality of parody can accentuate discourse differences—if nothing more than
in terminology. As they become more familiar with theoretical jargon, students can
find humor in references that would previously have been undecipherable. Being
able to laugh at jokes such as Jeff Reid’s Postmodern Toasties cartoon, David
Gauntlett’s Theory Trading Cards, or the Virtual Academic is a powerful moment
in which a student can respond as a veteran academic would. This moment of laughter does not really change the relatively low status of the newcomers, but it does
offer some respite in their travails at becoming academics. Parody is based on a
revisiting of the past, which unavoidably legitimizes the power that it subverts. Like
most academics, I claim that a familiarity with history is crucial for future subversion. Nonetheless, students’ emerging conception of scholarship should not be so
totalizing that they have no power in relation to it.
A second feature of a parody-writing assignment is that it can present a way to
make composition and rhetoric theories less alienating, thus making elite knowledge more accessible. In her introduction, Hutcheon cites Walter Jackson Bate as
suggesting that parody is one way that a writer can deal with the “rich and intimidating legacy of the past” (4). Rather than keeping knowledge at arm’s length, I want
students to get directly involved. Another literary theorist, Mikhail Bakhtin, discusses parody’s laughter as having “the remarkable power of making an object come
up close, of drawing it into a zone of crude contact where one can finger it familiarly
on all sides, turn it upside down, inside out, peer at it from above and below, break
open its external shell, look into its center, doubt it, take it apart, dismember it, lay it
bare and expose it, examine it freely and experiment with it” (Dialogic 23). Although
he fears that modern parody has lost its radical function (Dialogic 71), the preceding
quotation from Bakhtin concretizes the writer’s interaction with the object of the
parody and is worth sharing with students when they later reflect on what they have
learned from this assignment. Bakhtin’s scholarship has given us an understanding
of carnival as a critique of the normalizing forces that narrow language, giving the
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non-elite momentary permission to disrupt hierarchies (Rabelais 10). In other contexts, a parody can be a dangerous threat for its mocking of authority. Likewise, I
enjoin graduate students to ponder whether their parodies could be regarded as
disrespectful by the scholars represented in their parodies. Certainly, the teacher’s
respectful stance toward these scholars sets the tone and models how academics
should avoid caustic condemnations of their colleagues.
Writing parodies will not place students on an equal footing with senior scholars, but students report that these assignments give them a way in, an inroad to
making sense of the field. Textual intimidation affects not only how students read
and interpret texts but how they construct their position relative to the knowledge
within those texts. It is not possible to construct knowledge without learning one’s
relative power, as indicated by Peter H. Sawchuck’s research on legitimate and illegitimate learning spaces for working-class groups. Accessibility to academic knowledge occurs when assignments create spaces for students to act as academics. Altruistic
motives to help students can mislead teachers into designing dumbed-down assignments, assuming students to be incapable. This assumption cheapens the language
experience such that students become alienated from academic knowledge, learning
their subordinate position instead. This textual intimidation makes it imperative
that marginalized students be permitted to bring their senses of humor into the
classroom. Mary Louise Pratt points to parody as one of the “literate arts of the
contact zone” that oppressed groups can appropriate and adapt from the dominant
culture (179). Of course, there are no guarantees that the students or I will fully
understand one another’s jocularities. The previously mentioned student example
of the international phone cards required some explanation for me to understand,
just as I might have benefited from an explanation of a quip about a medieval holiday during a recent departmental meeting. Believing that students should participate in activities that are fundamentally different from those done by academics can
undermine even the best assignment. In addition to the myriad of personal contradictions that students face when they make the transition to a new role within the
academic community, the teacher’s pejorative beliefs about students’ relative status
and capabilities can subtly affect whether students engage meaningfully with the
text or assignment.
As a third aspect, even a superficial parody changes the students’ role from that
of a passive consumer to a more active producer of critique—unless the students are
just reformatting the teacher’s views. This problem may be more likely to occur if
students are constructing a parody of only one of the theory groups. A parody assignment that invites students to depict the pitfalls of all positions directs students
to expose the ideology present in each. Ideology is very difficult to reveal. Like
dialect, we often presume that it is the other who “speaks funny,” whereas we speak
correctly. It is important to examine how academics and everyday people learn critique. To wit, reading and writing scholarship have made me cautious about the
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ideas that I forward. As painful as it might seem, the blind review process employed
by academic journals and the open forums at conferences and on listservs help scholars
anticipate critiques by others within the field. Sharing worries about the misrepresentations that are inevitable in glosses, taxonomies, and parodies can be an opening
gambit for critique. However, it is never the assignment alone that accomplishes the
goal, but the classroom context in which the assignment becomes a dynamic activity.
If knowledge is presented to students as immutable truth, it becomes unlikely that
students will do more than learn the teacher’s critiques as more knowledge to be
consumed.
One concern might be that these parodies are not very potent critiques, but
merely authorized transgressions—that they do not move radically away from given
taxonomies or that they encourage overgeneralizations about which elite academic
club to join. At their worst, parody assignments might only be comic relief from the
otherwise daily drudgery of coursework. Obviously, the larger culture is rife with
parodies of politicians that evoke laughter, but, as some maintain, these parodies
have little more than entertainment value for those who are unable to partake in
political agency by voting or speaking out against policies that limit their material
conditions. Fredric Jameson might caution that parodies function as simplistic stylistic devices that are devoid of a political claim in which a schizophrenic subject
gains no agency. Similarly, students could just invent stereotypes for contextless scholars without any participation in the field. Critique ought to be the beginning and
not the end of what academics do. As a future possibility for critique, I am incubating an assignment in which students profile a person from their lives who has developed an awareness of a dominant ideology limitation and has rejected a specific
cultural metanarrative. More times than not, an assignment may function in a way
that the teacher did not intend. Regretfully, innovative assignments are probably
more likely to be misinterpreted by students; consequently, the burden falls on the
teacher to sponsor metacognitive reflection about the learning experience, which I
address in a later section.
As a fourth feature, parody can question representations of knowledge. Although
students may map taxonomies without doubting the way that scholars and theory
groups are represented, the parody assignment problematizes the history of our field
as textually mediated and constructed. Hutcheon expresses my point this way: “To
parody is not to destroy the past: in fact, to parody is both to enshrine the past and to
question it” (6). A problem when representing a discipline or a university is that,
through reification, the discourse loses its dynamic human quality. For instance, I
mentally resist whenever I am told that I must do something for the good of the
university. Administrators tend to privilege the needs of the reified institution over
those of the faculty or the students. Although questions lengthen the time spent in
committee meetings, academics are very good at questioning knowledge. From the
outset, graduate students should be involved in interrogating canonical knowledge.
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Otherwise, composition and rhetoric can be misconceived as an impenetrable, indisputable truth. Even the names for groups and terminology should be challenged.
Recently, on the Writing Program Administrator’s listserv, I read postings in response to a query about differences among the terms “liberatory,” “transformative,”
“cultural studies,” and “critical pedagogy.” The commentary from several academics about these terms reminded me how, at different moments in my career, I have
read and applied ideas to my scholarship and teaching from the various groups associated with them. Sometimes the name for a group or concept emerges late in the
development of ideas.4 I have been fortunate to participate in a few collaborative
projects in which senior scholars took me seriously and treated me with respect. I
see no reason why graduate students should not be permitted to join scholarly discussions. Listservs, wikis, blogs, and even Wikipedia can be used to share the controversies of the field as an electronic version of Gerald Graff’s disciplinary debates.
If nothing else, questions about differences in terminology can present the impetus
to investigate further and learn more.
Parody can provide a space for questioning that which is represented as factual.
From Hutcheon’s reference, I tracked down the unorthodox ideas of Raymond
Federman. Federman proposes “play-giarism” in fiction, which exposes the
fictionality of reality or “makes fun of what it does while doing it” (par. 35). Writing
parodies can be a playful method for countering the reification of disciplinary knowledge. I want the parody assignment to help students gain a critical distance from the
knowledge of the field for the purpose of questioning it. Education philosopher
Nicholas C. Burbules describes parody as “[. . .] enacting a perspective while simultaneously lampooning it, or provisionally embracing multiple perspectives without
actually advocating any of them. The parodist thrives on paradox, and sees in it an
opportunity for humor and for critical commentary” (“Postmodern” par. 23). Building from Hayden White’s work on metahistory, Burbules advocates parody as one of
three narrative tropes (in addition to irony and tragedy) for dealing with the
postmodern condition of doubt—a foundational doubt, which sometimes threatens
the presuppositions that we can hardly live without. I hope that, by asking students
to question all positions, I will not further alienate students from the field. I want to
involve them in the politics of representation, first through mapping and parody
and then later through researching the context and doing close reading of a scholarly text. I want students to examine the relationship among text, language, and
identity and to understand how culture becomes inscribed in all three.
THE THIRD

AND

FOURTH ASSIGNMENTS: MOVING

BEYOND

PARODY

Let me explain briefly how the assignments that follow the parody assignment build
on the issues of representation that were raised by it. After several positive experiences with the parody assignment, I conceived the contextual frame assignment as a
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metaphorical frame to be placed around a central work from a particular theory
group. This frame represents the cultural context during a specific historical moment: it might help answer questions about what influenced an author’s viewpoint.
The idea for this assignment grew from my interest in the history of the field. As a
frequent participant at national conferences, I have heard major figures deliver papers that later became important articles. Consequently, I value the larger context
that gave rise to noteworthy scholarly writings. Examples of historical critique are
“The Expressivist Menace” and “Textbook Advertisements” by James Zebroski, in
which he counters overgeneralizations about composition curriculum in the seventies. Moreover, Zebroski analyzes the politics of generating disciplinary histories as
a social formation, influenced by the desires of second and third generation members to invent the histories of first generation scholars.
For the contextual frame assignment, at first I erroneously delegated an entire
theory group to individual class members. Because one scholar’s career can span
several decades and produce publications that are relevant to more than one theoretical group, I narrowed these groups down to one landmark publication. Students
researched global and national events, economic and demographic changes, popular
culture influences, university politics, and trends in composition scholarship that
occurred during the time period of one scholar’s text. This was another quick assignment, with most students literally arranging their own text as a frame or border
around the name of the composition author and work. The following is Brian Schell’s
contextual frame for Peter Elbow’s 1973 Writing without Teachers:
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Sharing their contextual frames was a preferable alternative for students to a
lecture about history from me. As a whole, the class enjoyed recreating the popular
culture scene and the political climate of various decades; several students incorporated images from the Web.5 In the future, I will require more biographical information about the author. In particular, students may benefit from understanding
how a scholar can have multiple, conflicting identities; students often fear that their
own identities—as working class, adult returning, single parent, gay, care giver,
African American, small town, and so on—exclude them from academic study.
The contextual frame assignment serves as prewriting for the next and longest
assignment, a critique of representation. The latter is a formal paper that examines
a problem of interpretation that is related to one important work of scholarship. By
this time, the term is usually half over and students must commence writing a major
academic paper. I wanted to avoid drive-by citations, in which authors who have
published anything about writing or language are bracketed together as generic researchers who have ganged up in defense of a weak point. I dislike it when students
feel obligated to sound like an authoritative textbook by adopting a conflated stance—
in which claims read more like edicts, an unintentional parody of academic voice.6 I
want students to be present in their writing, as learners: wondering about what they
have read, dialoguing with the scholarly sources, and complicating all representations.
In planning the schedule, I first underestimated the importance of the process
through which students each selected their author, article, and the inquiry problem.
Most students had an idea of a favored scholar, but they needed time to read significant texts and generate questions about relationships to other texts and classroom
practices. Students were at first unsure of their focus, but, after journaling and
conferencing, an issue of representation seemed to emerge. Students exceeded my
expectations that they might expose glaring generalizations, such as labeling
expressivist advocates as apolitical or critical pedagogues as liberators. The following are examples of topics that students pursued for the critical representation assignment: a student examined why Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford’s work on
collaborative writing has not had more impact on professional writing courses; one
student emailed John Trimbur to learn more about the politics of writing a textbook
that the student then compared with Trimbur’s early article on cultural studies; another student, who was interested in Linda Brodkey’s article about literacy letters,
looked at her later writings for issues that were related to social class; a student
related James Berlin’s definition of cultural studies to classroom practices in her first
college composition course; and yet another responded to representations of a student in a critique of Mina Shaughnessy’s Errors and Expectations. I enjoyed reading
these papers and found that, during their presentations, students spoke to their peers
as experts who had closely examined an influential scholarly publication. It is not my
intention to trivialize students’ accomplishments as simple confidence building, but
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to underscore the importance of students’ being able to act as academics—to participate in scholarly activities. Students did more research than I required, creating
their own interpretations of a scholar’s text, and, in many cases, I learned something
from their papers and presentations. I have become interested in Bryon Hawk’s call
for sub/versive historiography that doesn’t aim to correct misconceptions but opens
history to new interpretations that are motivated by current problems or practices
(272). Rather than creating divisions through exclusive categories, Hawk suggests
building complexity by affirming connections. The intent would be not to ask students to correct history, but to complicate history so as to construct connections to
their current interests.
As might be expected, I made room for more parodies at the end of the term.
To accompany the formal paper critiquing a representation of a work of scholarship,
I required students to compose two companion pieces. One was a poem—a prewriting
activity to be assembled in class from passages found in the original work—and the
other was a genre of their choice, often a parody, a personal response to their critique. Having employed multigenre writing assignments in other courses, I encouraged students to select unorthodox genres. Namely, students chose magazine articles,
personal memoirs, dramatic dinner party scenes, and talk-show interviews. Some of
these last parodies placed the scholar in a humorous dialogue about power with one
or more vested parties, giving voice to those most often silenced or absent from the
academy.
T H E F I F T H A S S I G N M E N T : T H E M E TA C O G N I T I V E R E F L E C T I O N

The fifth assignment in the interrelated sequence of assignments is the end reflection, which is currently under revision. I want to move beyond the end-of-the term
request for a ranking of what students did or did not like. I have been experimenting
with questions and genres for a more critical type of reflection. In the Appendix, I
have generated a pool of three questions, asking for responses to quotations from
scholars about parody, theory, and academic identity for my next group of students
to try. As I reflect on similar questions about my interpretations of what students
have written and learned, I realize that these five assignments may have been more
meaningful to me than they were to the students. Increasingly, I see this as a problem in my teaching. I am adding moments of metacognitive reflection to my courses
so that students can step back from what they have done and consciously consider
what they are learning and how they are constructing new knowledge (Mack). A
single assignment or course is not as important as how students view themselves in
relation to the knowledge that they have constructed. Likewise, my conclusion serves
as my own reflection about what I have learned about parody, ambiguity, and academic identity.
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This article might have benefited from being written as a parody—a self-help
column titled “How to Be an Academic.” Being from the working class, I have numerous anecdotes about how others have tried to remediate my nonacademic behavior. As a newly tenured assistant professor attending a national conference, I
once went to lunch with a woman who assumed that my clothing was a dead giveaway that I too was a graduate student; offering helpful advice about how to dress
for success, she winked, gestured to my fluorescent pink outfit, and whispered “earth
tones” as if she were giving me a pithy career tip—like the “plastics” advice that
Dustin Hoffman gets in the party scene from The Graduate. My wardrobe anecdote
could be related as hurtful rather than humorous, but my sense of humor permits
me to represent myself more powerfully in the retelling. Likewise, a self-effacing or
self-deprecating sense of humor can give people like me an advantage when it comes
to self-critique or not believing one’s own grand narrative. Because there are cultural limitations to power, I chose not to narrate my anecdote as a Horatio Alger
fairy tale, in part because of how unlikely and uncomfortable it is for a first generation college student to become a university professor. There are, after all, only a
limited number of genres in which those who are marginalized can speak and be
heard.7
I am mindful that my working-class students might view me as the academic
insider whom they wish to become. The self-aggrandizing parody of an academic as
all-knowing pedagogue is tempting, but this type of unconflicted representation is
the very one that I want to put into question for myself and for my students. To
dispel the myth that I have all of the answers or that I have perfected myself as an
academic or as a teacher, I try to articulate the reflective process through which I am
creating the course that students are taking—as I have in this article. I represent
myself as being incomplete, not because of feelings of inadequacy but more because
of a Bakhtinian viewpoint of myself as a rough draft:
The abstract sense aspect, when it is not correlated with inescapable actual uniqueness, has the character of a project: it is something like a rough draft of a possible
actualization or an unsigned document that does not obligate anyone to do anything.
Being that is detached from, the unique emotional volitional center of answerability
is a rough draft, an unacknowledged possible variant of once occurent Being; only
through the answerable participation effected by a unique act or deed can one get out
of the realm of endless draft versions and rewrite one’s life once and for all in the form
of a fair copy. (Toward 44)

I see myself as a rough draft of an academic, within a set or cultural constraints, who
is answerable to my developing working-class identity. Issues of identity intersect
with how teachers, as well as students, become academics, and these identity tensions become a bigger concern for our profession as the demographic of who attends and who teaches at the university continues to change. If we are to welcome
groups into the academy who were previously excluded, we have to rethink what it
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means to become an academic from an oppressed group. Antonio Gramsci’s concept
of an organic intellectual is an attractive one, because it is based on the assumption
that every group is capable of producing philosophers who can critique the status
quo and act in their own collective interests. As we learn from our time with students, we must continually theorize what it means to act as an academic.
To extend the metaphor of a rough draft, as teachers, we know how deliberate
the drafting and revision process should be. Thus, the author or actor of the answerable deed must reflect on the ongoing draft of one’s life history by placing in doubt
the stories or metanarratives that can be told. This rereading of experience could be
analogous to an academic close reading that examines the text for connections, breaks,
and hidden tensions.8 Answerability implies a process of questioning and doubting
that precedes ethical action. Burbules notes that doubt can facilitate learning: “[. . .]
difficulty, uncertainty, and error come to be seen from the postmodern view, not as
flawed states to be overcome but as ongoing conditions of the educational process
itself—indeed, as educationally beneficial conditions, when they can serve as
correctives to complacency or arrogance” (“Doubt” par. 13) In contrast, doubt is
typically regarded as an undesirable state that is indecisive, weak, and inert and that
leads to anxiety, alienation, and a fear of uncertainty. Perhaps, this is why parody
uses laughter to dispel the anxiety that is caused by placing certainty in doubt. In
Breaking Up [at] Totality, Diane Davis gives hope that laughter can bring affirmation—in a nonpositive way—through the destruction of handy binaries. Ironically,
certainty invokes a binary that is equally horrible to live with or to live without.
Certainty can lead to dogma and to what I believe to be a misrepresentation of
academic writing as argument, an agonistic, pro/con, for-or-against binary. Good
scholarship always complicates, but the question might be how much complexity
society can tolerate at any given historical moment. We long for metanarratives that
lead us to the safety of the easy answers and grant the security of believing that we
can become what we desire. For the teacher, Robert P. Yagelski encourages the use
of doubt as a tool for reflection about pedagogy: “And doubt then becomes generative, a vehicle for gaining insight into the enormously complex and often unsettling
difficult enterprise that makes a truly engaged and reflective pedagogy” (48). If I
have learned anything from being an academic, it is that binaries create precarious
positions from which to persuade. In a course that advocates the study of theory,
positioning theory in a lofty location only makes it less likely that students will venture forth into the realm of academic scholarship.
Expecting graduate students to become clones of myself as a scholar would be
both arrogant and pompous, although I must admit that, when gushing over their
formal papers, I may mutter something about students proposing conference presentations or submitting articles to journals. And yes, I would like it if they embraced the idea of theory enough to pursue it in further coursework, reading, writing,
and discussions. A larger goal would be for graduate students to forge connections
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between conscious thought and deliberate action, reminiscent of Freire’s
conscientization, Bakhtin’s answerable deed, and Gramsci’s organic intellectual.
Theory should not be texts on a shelf, a gauntlet to run, or the pursuit of pompous
pedagogues, but an activity that is available to all. My hope is that students would
choose to do theory as a way of critically rereading their personal and professional
lives in order to initiate the ethical changes that they envision for themselves in
relation to others.
NOTES
1. In an early composition anthology, Composition in Four Keys, Wiley, Gleason, and Phelps supply
a useful list for reflecting about mapping various scholars’ perspectives (11).
2. Studying the role of graphics in the production of knowledge is a theory in itself, as Johanna
Drucker clarifies: “A general theory of graphesis addresses the organizing principles of all images for the
ways they encode knowledge through visual structures and rhetorics of representation” (3).
3. I might have been recollecting an early issue of Pretext in which Victor Vitanza included pictures
of cars owned by unnamed rhetoricians for readers to guess their owners.
4. As proof of how names change, I participated in Hurlbert and Blitz’s Composition and Resistance
publication project—in which they brought together a collective of amazing academics from various
ranks and experiences to write and meet several times. Interestingly, an early title for this project was
“The Composition of Intertextuality,” which may not have been quite as radical as “Composition and
Resistance.”
5. Lisa J. McClure’s composition theory timeline project will be a useful resource for this purpose.
6. See Magnus Hølvold for a popular song parody about academic writing.
7. By “heard” I am referencing Jacqueline Jones Royster’s discussion about academic audiences
being unwilling to hear each person’s multiple voices instead of essentializing one voice as more valid
than the others (37).
8. Jane Gallop suggests several reasons for promoting close reading as a rigorous methodology, not
the least of which is that it promotes active learning and knowledge construction for “students who were
not from the traditional elite” (184).
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APPENDIX PART II
A THEORY MAP

Learning about theory in the field of composition and rhetoric might be easier if we
were to map out the existing terrain of competing theories. Instead of starting from
scratch, we could read the taxonomies created by scholars in the field who have
delineated several composition groups, starting with the most readily available and
well-known taxonomies from James Berlin, Lester Faigley, Richard Fulkerson,
Stephen North, Ruth Ray, and Lynn Worsham:
To expedite this process, I suggest that you each read one author’s overview of
the field and create a graphic representation of that author’s taxonomy. You can
create a one-page graphic or, if you prefer, you can represent each group on a separate sheet. Geometric shapes, geographic maps, cognitive webs, or pictorial icons
can be chosen and arranged on the page to represent traits of the groups that the
author examines. Each map should contain the following:
• The name of the author of the taxonomy and the title of the publication.
• The author’s name for each composition and rhetoric group.
• A list of each group’s traits or beliefs.
• The names of several scholars who are placed in each group.

Remember that each author provides an analysis that privileges the author’s
own position in some way. These taxonomies are only representations and are not
only biased but also very controversial.
A PARODY

OF

ALL THEORY GROUPS

After viewing several different composition and rhetoric theory taxonomies, you
will select one taxonomy article to parody. You will apply that taxonomy to some
aspect of daily life that will make the differences among these categories more exaggerated—such as food, transportation, entertainment, etc. You will parody that
faction’s preferences based on its theory of language and composition. For instance:
• What type of car would a modernist rhetorician drive?
• What type of fast-food item would a critical theorist order?
• What type of Valentine present would a social constructionist enjoy?
• What type of pain reliever would a proponent of postmodern rhetoric take for a headache?
• What type of summer camp would cognitive researchers select for their children?
• What type of tattoo would an expressivist prefer?
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You need only select one object or daily life category, such as a car, for your
parody; then you will imagine a specific type of car for each group represented in the
taxonomy. Your parody may be outlandish and humorous, but it should be based on
the traits that are described in the selected taxonomy. Therefore, for each group in
your taxonomy, you will need to include a paragraph explaining why that type of
object would please the members of this group as they were represented. Be sure to
sprinkle in references to each group’s terminology and beliefs and give the scholars’
names.
A CONTEXTUAL FRAME

All overviews of competing theories in the field of composition and rhetoric are just
one person’s interpretations and representations of these groups and are therefore
inaccurate. So, each theory group needs to be put into context in order to understand the dynamic tensions of that time period. Select one composition camp and
one author attributed to that group. Then find the title of the article or book that is
most frequently cited or is considered to be a breakthrough text that forwarded new
ideas at the time. Check for titles in the works cited sections and bibliographies
from the survey articles and books used for this class. Determine the year of original
publication. Remember that most publications take a year or more to be released.
Think in larger terms than that of the individual scholar’s writing. For the year
of publication, and perhaps for a year or two previous, make a list of significant
global and national events, economic and demographic changes, popular culture
influences, university politics, trends in composition scholarship, etc. Draw upon
information that you can glean about the time period. You may consult newspapers,
magazines, academic journals, historic time lines, reference year-books, textual and
graphic Web sources, and first-person accounts of acquaintances.
Make your contextual frame: a one-page frame with the title and author of the
major scholarly publication in the center. Place your contextual information on the
outside or border, around the name of this central work. Be creative, but do not
invest too much time in the visual quality of this assignment.
A C R I T I Q U E O F R E P R E S E N TAT I O N

Taxonomies are merely glosses of the field and therefore present incomplete if not
inaccurate representations a scholar’s writing. Select one scholar in the field of composition and rhetoric who has been mentioned in a taxonomy. Then read several
works by this author and do a little research in order to select one of this scholar’s
most noteworthy publications; earlier publications may be easier to work with than
more recent ones.
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After reading the selected publication and responding to it personally in a journal entry, you will research related texts for critical analysis. You should examine the
following:
• Critiques, responses, direct citations, and lack of response for this publication from other
scholars in the field.
• This author’s later publications and scholarly pursuits, including extensions of ideas,
new topics, textbooks, conference presentations, grants obtained, electronic postings,
and career choices and changes.
• Pedagogical applications of this scholar’s ideas in articles, textbooks, syllabuses, and actual classroom practices.

From these many sources, you should be able to come up with one issue or
insight that is related to this scholar’s representation. Have people misunderstood,
ignored, expanded, or popularized these ideas? Has the scholar continued with this
topic, gone on to investigate similar issues, or moved on to different topics? Have
these ideas been applied to the classroom or should they be?
In addition to the issue of the representation of this scholar’s ideas, you must
add your own interpretation. Do not leave your interpretation out of this paper.
How do you read what the scholar said from your position or identity locations?
How do you suggest that others use this scholar’s ideas or how might you make use
of them?
Your paper should be a formal, academic essay, with one to three academic
sources directly related to the major scholar’s publication. This paper should include three major parts:
1. A gloss of this theory group, this author, and this publication’s place within the field as
well as any relevant contextual tensions.
2. A critical analysis of one focused issue about the representation of this scholar’s ideas in
the field, later publications, or popularized applications.
3. Your interpretation of these ideas as they relate to your career interests and life experiences.

Aim for about eight double-spaced pages. This paper will be developed using
the writing process, including prewriting, drafting, conferencing, and sharing in
class. This paper could become the basis for a conference proposal or an article, or it
might help you find a larger topic for your master’s degree independent paper. Later,
you will add two other pieces of writing in different genres to your paper. One will
be written in class, based upon the scholar’s use of language; the other paper will be
written outside of class, be in any genre of your choice, and be a personal response
to your critique.
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Representations of the Field

REFLECTIONS ABOUT PARODY, THEORY,

AND

ACADEMIC IDENTITY

• Freewrite for five minutes about your immediate response to doing these assignments
about theory.
• Reread your response and consider what principles about learning you can generate
from your response.
• Write at least a paragraph responding to each of the three topics listed below:

1. Parody
Bakhtin says that parody’s laughter “has the remarkable power of making an
object come up close, of drawing it into a zone of crude contact where one can
finger it familiarly on all sides, turn it upside down, inside out, peer at it from above
and below, break open its external shell, look into its center, doubt it, take it apart,
dismember it, lay it bare and expose it, examine it freely and experiment with it”
(23). There are many more traditional ways to learn about composition and rhetoric
theories than by writing parodies. Discuss how this approach affected your learning
of this material. Defend how this type of approach offers more than something fun
to do for one class meeting. You might also consider which theory groups this type
of pedagogy privileges and which ones it disadvantages.
2. Theory
In Thinking Through Theory, Zebroski includes a list of six traits of theory:
• Theory is a view, a vision of the world.
• Theory is a guide to action as well as an action.
• Theory is unavoidable (resistance to theory is a theory).
• Theory is created and can be changed.
• Theory moves (in sometimes strange and subtle ways) into practice, and practice invigorates and reinvents theory; the movement between the two can be termed Praxis.
• Theory is both reflective and active. (270)

Select one of these traits of theory and relate both what you learned about theory
and how you learned it.
3. Academic Identity
Consider how your academic identity is developing in relation to your other
identities, such as racial, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, ability, age, geographic,
family, career, etc. Be sure to include recent conflicts and revisions in your academic
identity. Discuss how the assignments this term have influenced your development
of an academic identity as a graduate student at this university and in the larger field
of composition and rhetoric.
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